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A New Foundation for the 
Definition of Words 


prospectus 


his IS a large book, in its state of typescript existence. Because it probes 
T the nature of language and the principles of word-relationship, as the 
ci les by which words mean what they mean, and exemplifies, in practi- 
caldemonstration, the possibilities of distinct knowledge of the meanings of 
words and of lexicographically accurate definition of them, there ought to be 
a strong welcome from the general literate public expectable for it: it ought to 
weigh with publishers as worth the initial risk of a sizable investment that 
production of it would necessitate. In the book’s prefatory material, and 
throughout the prime text of the book itself, and in the back-of-the-book 
notes and supplementary articles, there is continuously plentiful argument 
backing the general account of language presented; and ample particular ex- 
hibition is made, in the parts of the book devoted to problems of definition, 
to the applicability of the principles of word-relationship and modes of 
meaning-determination advanced. Anyone desirous of forming a clear im- 
pression of the book’s stand on things linguistic, and of the lexicographical 
procedures recommended in it, in the interest of summarizing what the book 
offers as an alternative to popular current jeremiads on the debased “state of 
the language,” and to the mediaevalistic rigors of modern linguistic “science, 
could easily gather up a useful sample bundle of descriptive material. 

I have thought that I might more usefully argue the book’s importance by 
picturing the general contemporary human mental condition than by at- 
tempting to make a concentrated statement of what the book “is.” Without a 
picture of that condition to which to relate the book’s view of language as the 
uman mind s organ of rationality, and implement of its function of ordering 
f 0u ght into the express forms we call truth, the initial sympathetic response 
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to serve the thinking and thought-expressing operations? It has been mv , 
penence in responses to the book in the quarter of publisher-cons, derail, , , f 
it that its merit was quickly recognized (‘ valuable alternated with “i„ Va | u . 
able ” as a finding). But there was obvious difficulty in relating the exhaustive 
examination made in the book of the need for and possibility of a general re- 
education in the linguistic faculties, by the development of a comprehensive 
new distinctness in the knowledge of word-meanings, to any such collapse 
general linguistic intelligence as the programmatic scope of the book argued 
to have occurred. All the bewailing or bemoaning the “decline” or the de- 
basement” of language that strikes upon the public ear in tones of elegant 
distress amounts, as linguistic criticism, to no more than fastidious shuddering a, 
particular usages. 

No one is inclined to look in the eye the fact that, if the language is m 
decline or in a state of debasement, as it is pronounced to be with increasing 
frequency, and with increasing profusion of citings of instances of delinquency 
found in the prevailing speaking and writing practices, the villain is a deeply 
underlying ignorance of the general linguistic equipment, not the mere liber- 
tarian slackness of modern verbal informality partnered with a weakness tor 
terms, forms of expression, innovations of usage, that acquire a stamp of mtel 
lectual fashionableness. The knowledge of language has been allowed to de- 
cline, the linguistic sensibilities have degenerated, in modern intellectual liti 
the villain is a neglect of the intellectual responsibilities that has reduced nla- 
tions between minds and their language to straggling filaments of vaguely au- 
tomatic memory-connection. The villain is an ignorance of the principles ot 
language visited by human beings upon themselves in an endeavor to coim 
the thought-binding truth-formulations of the past with an intellectual doi 
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General Background, General Objectives 


• th the objective of truth as itself » breeder ^ been 

to tts "^^dereno^ 
luously forwards, s tn ^ ^ of a story ° f deep P Unes , c f a lesson 


" dnebook’ssubstance , > ^ Unguisti c — — the 

ation tn the dopant Une of as of the 

^ dem 0 nStr rfX g of the principles of! trd-choace-as 
ao okisa nunf s , , mo f word-provision for in the book, 

character of a rational ^tem ^ ^ unfolding progresses m ^ 

the intellectual processes ° f TfbTenpToTe^sively dissrpating itself in modern 
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times in ^challenging the chaUenging beyond the achieve- 

:^!rlXraS-~d thinking-foundations. For this, there 
isbio help other than purposeful resort to the pervading inteUectual sanity, t e 
intrinsic rat.onal integrity, of language: to the knowledge * 

natural structure of inteUectual discipUne. Such rs the knowledge W 
that this book endeavors to bring within comprehending view, 
the reason of the endeavor -, that the survival of the essentialities of intellectually 

responsible human existence is at stake. , 

The case 1 present as to the general collapse of the sense of inte ectu 
responsibility, the letting belligerent-spirited disaffection and disunity o 
thought and complacent, emptily peaceful-spirited, pluralistic doctrine serve 
as surrogate ideals of intellectual morality, needs no verificatory arguing. The 
scene of contemporary life as a life of minds needs no description, everyone 
is in it, has it for daily familiar personal environment in its exhibition of hu- 
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in eTdne-man Ministering to the utter dissipation of the source of com J 
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m “ J^ent of modern humanity is the impossibility of its fcnction- 
humanity with a self-conscious coherence expressive of the principle 
‘7 “tv of being necessarily informing intelligent being while replacing mteb 
lectually arbitrary systems of unified human-mindedness with systems that 
h k p the procedures of human intelhgence into pluralized knowledges. 
Modern renovated human-mindedness, stripped of intuition of an ,nd,spe„ S - 
hl nrinciple of unity, knows no alternative or complement to standards of 
diversity in intellectual apprehension but a diversity of sentimentally adopted 

"‘"The turbulences of the ’sixties, and beyond, of dissent, protest, rebell, on 
against positions and institutions of thought come to be regarded as tyrann.es. 
brought into the field of intellectual choice, as principles of order and har- 
mony to counteract the confusions of intellectual heterogeneity, emotional 
faiths that could not bear up under the strain of what was asked of them as 
communal emblems of truth and spiritual reconstitution. The guitar-banjo- 
mandolin plain-human mysticism of musical innocence, the homespun ym 
asm of plain-feeling basics, the solemmt.es of balm-imbtbmg from or.mal 
quasi-religious philosophic exercises of verbal ritual, the fervent y w 
propagandizing of political and psychological religiosities, te o ^ 

spirituality of mind-drugging nature-faiths: all this seems to have su ^ 

purgative regression to innocently unruly simplicities of understa 
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CHAPTER 1 


Introductory Explanations 


1 . 


f „ work that has been very long 

his book ts the first formal presentanon o^ ^ ^ authors joined 

in coming to be. About twenty-five V ^ one in whtch words 
forces in an endeavor to make an orde Y 7^ and distinctions of 

would be defined wxth spec.al regard or ;dea of making such a 

meaning existing between .^Tate aid hfspecial linguistic interest and «- 

Jr, went back far into the tndt- 

" d "Lw us into a search for linguistic prtnctples on whtch to base 



definitions: eventually, this search principles of defi- 
There are no ready-formulated or by Lir authoritative 
nition at the servtce of lexicographer The seem to in _ 

H Which .he, « filled show , h,,d, assurance, f “ 

the work of people who knew just what they were doing. Yet dictio ry 
definitions (as has come to be suspected by many, and can be clearly perceived 
where meanings ought to be unmistakably differentiable) do not quite de i , 
do not quite work-are short of being definitions. They are based on lexmo 
graphical conventions that have become identified with definition, not o 
working principles. But a search for working principles, leading away as it 
must from the familiar ground of conventional definition, will for long seem 
to lead nowhere— if it is, truly, a search for linguistic principles, with makeshift, 
non-linguistic rivals to them (there are some available, presumed to have the 
virtue of being “scientific”) barred out. Such, over and over, was our experi- 


